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Abstract. The article discusses the issues of text culture transformation, literacy and reading. The purpose
of the article is to explore the modern interpretation of the concept of “literacy” and determine its place in creating
the shape of tomorrow’s world. The author analyzes the changes in the culture of reading and literacy education
that resulted from the introduction of massive educational reforms in Western Europe. The author reminds
us that literacy and our reading culture are not givens but that they constantly evolve under the influence of new
text technologies. The author tries to comprehend the consequences of the current digital media revolution
for intellectual development and the future structure of society; to identify new features that reading and literacy
have acquired in modern culture. Besides, considerable attention is paid to the place of text in the digital age.
The author concludes that the parallel presence of all mediums on the same screen suddenly showed the real
place of text in people’s affections. Being cognitively more demanding, text clearly takes second position to auditory
and visual media for entertainment and as a vehicle of cultural experience. Meanwhile the social use of text in the
meantime is a different matter: text is still very important in social media - although in an ever more rudimentary
form. Author concludes that none of the new mediums were ever regarded as a serious threat to books and other
text forms. Reading and writing had as it were simply “got their first”. Books could pride themselves on a centuries-
old tradition, and when film, radio and television came along, all subjects had already been properly described
in (text-) books. The author highlights that the “screen effect” leading to the demotion of such more demanding
forms of reading clearly shows once again the contingent nature of literacy. What follows is a plea to give back to
literacy its original aura as a major intellectual achievement: a means to shape future minds, and thus the society
in which our children will live. Based on previous research, the author draws our attention to the fact that digital
media revolution is already having the effect of devaluing reading as a cultural technique. It has been generally
accepted that schools should include “digital literacy” in the curriculum - even though there is little agreement
what position it should take (purely practically and philosophically). In conclusion, the author emphasizes that the
future of the literacy project still comes down to overcoming the social and digital divide.
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AHHOTauumsA. B cTaTbe paccMaTpuBaloTCa BONpochl TpaHcGopMaL MM TEKCTOBOW KyAbTypbl, FPaMOTHOCTH
M uTeHus. Llenb cTaTbu: UccnefoBaTh COBPEMEHHYH UHTEPMPETALMIO MOHATUS «FPAMOTHOCTb» U ONPeLenunTb ee
MecTo B co34aHuK obnuka 3aBTpallHero Mupa. ABTop NPOBOAUT aHaNN3 U3MEHEHUI B 06/1aCTW KyNbTypbl YTe-
HUSA U 0By4eHMs rPaMOTHOCTU, KOTOPbIE NMPOMU30LLM B pe3ynbTaTe NPoBefeHUs MacluTabHblx 0bpa3oBaTeNibHbIX
pedopm B 3anagHoi EBpone. ABTOp HANOMUHAET HaM, YTO FPaMOTHOCTb M Halla KynbTypa YTEHUS He JAaHHOCTb,
Tak KaK OHW MOCTOSIHHO Pa3BMBAIOTCS M0J, BIUSHUEM HOBbIX TEKCTOBbIX TEXHOMOTMIA. ABTOP MbITAaETCS OCMbIC/INTD,
Kakue nocnefctsums bynet uMeTb peBosioLMA LMbPOBLIX MefMa A4S MHTENeKTyalbHOro passutus u byayliero
ycTpolicTBa 0bLLecTBa; onpeaennTs HoBble YepTbl, KOTOPbIE MPUOOPENO YTEHME U FPAMOTHOCTb B COBPEMEHHOMN
KynbType. 3HauMTeNlbHOE BHUMaHMWe yaenseTcs MecTy TekcTa B LMdpoByto 3noxy. [lapannensHoe npucyTcTeue
BCex MefmMadopM Ha 0LHOM 3KpaHe BHE3aMHO NoKa3asno peasibHoe MeCcTo TEKCTa B ceppuax Nogei. byoyun bonee
TpeboBaTeNbHbIM K KOTHUTUBHbBIM CMOCOBHOCTSAM, TEKCT SBHO 3aHMMaeT BTOPOE MECTO MOC/e ayLmo- U BU3YanbHbIX
CPefCcTB MaccoBol MHPOpPMaLUK A5 pa3BieyYeHUs U Kak CPeLCTBO NepPefayn KynbTypHoro onelta. Mexay Tem
coumanbHOe UCNosb30BaHWE TEKCTA — 3TO COBCEM APYroe Leno: TEKCT No-NPEeXHEMY 0UYeHb BaXKEH B COLMAbHbIX
ceTsiX, XoTs 1 BO BCe bonee pyanMeHTapHoi ¢opMe. ABTOp LenaeT BbIBOL, YTO HU OAMH U3 HOBLIX MefMadopMaToB
HWKOTAa He pacCcMaTpMBaCs Kak cepbesHas yrpo3a KHUram u ApyruMm TekcToBbiM dopMaM. YteHne 1 nucbMo
Kak 6bl MPOCTO «MOMYyYNNIM CBOE NMEepPBOE MECTO», Tak KaK Korha nosiBUAUCh KMHO, pafiMo U TeENEBUAEHME, BCE
oKpy>KatoLLMe Hac npeaMeTsl yxke bbinu fonKHbIM 06pa3oM onucaHsl B (TekcToBbIX) KHUrax. ABTOp nofuepkuBaer,
uTo «3bdeKT 3KpaHa» NpuBes K 0TKasy oT bonee TpeboBaTeNbHbIX GOPM UTEHMS, UTO eLLe pa3 ACHO foKa3blBaeT
CNly4alHbIN xapakTep rpaMoTHOCTU. OH NpU3bIBaeT BepHYTb FPAMOTHOCTM ee NepBOHAYasibHYy0 aypy BaxKHeNLero
WHTEeNNEKTYyalbHOr0 JOCTUXEHUS: CpefcTBa GOpMUPOBaHUS ByayLlero CoO3HaHUA U, crefoBaTesibHO, 0bLecTBa,
B KOTOPOM ByayT >KMTb Halwu feTn. Onupasch Ha paHee NpoBefeHHble UCCef0BaHUS, aBTop obpallaeT BHUMa-
HWe Ha To, YTO 3Ta peBoOLUA ULMDPOBLIX MeaMa BefeT K 06eCLLeHUBAHMIO YTEHWUS KaK KYNbTYPHOW NPaKTUKW.
MM coenaHbl BbIBOAbI 0 HEOBXOAMMOCTY BKIOYEHUSA «LMbPOBOMA FPaMOTHOCTM» B y4ebHy NporpaMMy LWKoJI,
HECMOTPS Ha OTCYTCTBME EAMHOTO MHEHMS 0 MO3ULMKM (YUMCTO NpaKTUYECKOn U GUNOCcOodCKOM), KOTOPYIO OHa [OMKHA
3aHMMaTb. B 3aknoueHnn aBTop NoAgvepkmMBaeT, 4To byayliee NpoekTa rpaMoOTHOCTU MO-MNpeXHeMy CBOAUTCS
K NPeoAosieHnto coLmanbHoro 1 LdbpoBoro paspbisa.
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It is a truism to say that literacy is a fundamental being the most recent case in point. Like all revolutions,

prerequisite for participating fully in today’s society.
However, more than that, the literacy we teach today
will determine the shape of tomorrow’s world. This
too would appear at first blush to be no more than
a statement of obvious fact. Yet it is cause for worry that
awareness of the fact doesn’t appear to be widespread.
There is little sign, for example, of it influencing
educational policy. We don’t seem to realise that
literacy and our reading culture are not givens but
that they constantly evolve under the influence of new
text technologies, the current digital media revolution

this one too has major consequences for the future
shape of society. As research shows, it is already
having the effect of devaluing reading as a cultural
technique and a technique to care for the self. It certainly
stimulates reading as an information practice, but it
fails to recognise - let alone promote - reading as an
intellectual achievement. If we set any store by that for
the shape of tomorrow’s society, we will have to work
a bit harder at it. The role of literacy has been crucial
since the education revolution of the nineteenth century.
Without that revolution modern democracies would
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be unthinkable. Yet that the literacy we teach today
will determine the shape of tomorrow’s world is at least
as true now as it was then. It may even be more true
today, principally because literacy as a suite of necessary
skills appears to be expanding greatly. To take one
simple but telling example, it is now generally accepted
that schools should include “digital literacy” in the
curriculum - even though there is little agreement what
position it should take between the purely practical
and the philosophical. The unbridled access to online
information and communication has been shown
to come with unintended consequences of a rather
dubious kind. These range from a more superficial
engagement with text down to a massive incidence
of manipulation, deception and privacy infringement.
It is clearly unrealistic to expect the media to solve
the resulting crisis of mistrust and to stem the tide
of misinformation and fake news. Rather, our only
hope lies, I think, in creating greater awareness among
consumers of the dark side of the new “democratised”
information environment. Such an extension of literacy
is new, not just because the digital element is new;
it is new also in the sense that it was never felt necessary
to teach what by analogy we might dub “book literacy”.

Another, probably less immediately visible way
in which schools’ responsibility for teaching literacy
is — or should be - actually growing is in countering
the fast disappearance of what was once the ultimate
(if implicit) goal of all attempts at teaching literacy: the
practice of long-form deep reading. Deep reading has the
potential to foster mental focus, patience and discipline,
to offer emotional and esthetic experiences, to increase
linguistic knowledge and to enhance economic and
personal well-being. It is associated in particular with
more than averagely demanding long-form texts, such
as, say, poetry, serious non-fiction, or literary fiction. In
the course of the last twenty or so years the inclination
to read book-length texts — and probably in particular
those of a more demanding kind - has experienced a
remarkable downturn. Simply put, if young people have
less experience of engaging in demanding long-form texts
this is likely also to affect their ability to do so. This means
that, if we still believe that this ability is an important
literacy skill, there is no room for complacency. It should
now more than ever be consciously trained, and thus
explicitly be made part of the formal curriculum. As it
happens, in the Netherlands stimulating such serious
reading (thereby hopefully enhancing the ability and
inclination) is subject of a policy-making exercise at the
time of writing. The government has commissioned
areport by the national Education Council to determine
ways in which young people of a school-going age can
be induced to read more long-form texts. One of the
particular challenges will be how to get Dutch teachers,
who are themselves often notoriously poor readers,
to motivate their charges to become more enthusiastic
about reading.

The assumption that reading is fundamentally
beneficial is a relatively recent one. When only an elite
was reading the literacy question (the issue of who
should be allowed and enabled to read what) hardly
existed. It certainly wasn’t a pressing one. It became
so with the education revolution in the nineteenth
century. From today’s vantage point of virtually universal
literacy it is only too easy to overlook the magnitude
of the changes that resulted from the introduction
of massive educational reforms in Western Europe.
Perhaps for someone of my generation an analogy may
be found in the introduction of the networked computer.
Now that being online is a permanent condition,
it is hardly thinkable what an offline existence looked
like. From a technological development that merely
added an exciting new dimension to one’s private and
social life, it has become one of the basic necessities
of life. Observing the ensuing social transformations,
the painful but inescapable conclusion must be that
only very few people even thought very hard about
the potential consequences of a 24/7 connectedness.
Certainly no one predicted the extent of the ensuing
societal transformation.

By contrast, scholars, politicians and clergymen
alike sensed already in the seventeenth century that
“undbridled reading” needed regulation. To us this might
seem an unnecessarily alarmist position, sprouting from
a quaintly unenlightened temperament: we now regard
newspaper consumption as an essential means to create
an informed public. In the seventeenth century it was
recognised that newspapers also had the potential to derail
social order if readers were not sufficiently equipped
to make sense of what they read. This fear certainly proved
less misguided and alarmist than we might think. In fact
itprefigured quite accurately what is happening today.
We now see that even people who we would in an earlier
era have called literate can easily fall prey to fake news.
The seventeenth-century “moralists” somehow intimated
how powerful literacy is as an instrument of social change.

The distrust of literacy never completely disappeared.
Even Enlightenment thinkers remained highly
ambivalent about popular access to books. It was only
in the course of the nineteenth century that what
appeared as a drastic change in attitude occurred. Slowly
but surely pessimism gave way to a new optimism
about the potential of literacy to elevate the masses.
This indicated an initially hesitant but nevertheless
decisive new willingness by a hereditary elite class
to share its power. The elite carried responsibility
for those lower on the social ladder, but also for the
future of society. While modern democracy was at best
only an incipient idea at the time, it was felt that,
on balance, literacy would be beneficial to society.

It wasn't till the turn of the twentieth century that
literacy gained its current unassailable position as a sine qua
non of life in a representative democracy. The optimism
that had made this about-face possible was not to last
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very long. The voices warning of the Pandorean nature
of the power of reading and writing had never been
totally silenced. Many had always kept their doubts
about the effects of unbridled access to books and
knowledge. As the new readers began to indulge their
taste for what was regarded as inferior reading matter,
especially intellectuals saw their worst fears become
reality. Romance novelettes and crime fiction were
among the many new “trashy” genres that fed their
sense of disillusionment. The atrocities of WWI only
served to confirm the sense of the literacy-for-the-
masses project as a painful fiasco.

The disillusionment was profound and widespread,
and not only social and political, but also philosophical.
The ostensible failure of the optimistic social and political
programme of nineteenth century positivism also
raised - or confirmed - doubts about the suitability of
the means chosen: universal literacy. The very efficacy
and power of textual communication and even human
language itself came under increasing scrutiny. Under the
influence of this new problematic view of language, the
late nineteenth and early twentieth century saw the birth
of the new disciplines of linguistics and the philosophy
of language. Almost without exception the linguists
and philosophers of language, too, expressed a new
pessimism: a fundamental skepticism about the power
of linguistic expression.

However, even such broad disillusionment came
too late to stop the march of literacy. The position
that reading and writing had managed to acquire
for themselves in a relatively short period had already
become impregnable. In retrospect, there had been only
a brief window of opportunity for this to happen, but
it had been seized - not by anyone on purpose, but by an
almost accidental confluence of forces. Text had de facto
gained a virtual monopoly as a vehicle for knowledge
and culture. When from the end of the nineteenth
century one potentially competing new medium after
another made its appearance, it was already too late. Each
could - in retrospect — have been used for the purpose
of communicating human knowledge and culture.
However, none managed to overthrow the by now
sanctified place of text in education, scholarship and
science. In other words, whatever the popularity of film,
radio or television, they could not oust books from their
hard-won position - at least not for the time being.

Given the new position of text as a self-evident
necessity, it did not really have to be defended any longer,
or even explained or rationalised as such: reading and
writing had become securely ensconced in the curriculum.
In fact, the entire education system in the West — not to
mention modern democracy - has come to rely on it.
This had the interesting effect that before we were even
aware of it, the status of literacy, which had only so recently
found its way into compulsory education, had become
relegated from that of an intellectual achievement —
a miraculous means to change people’s minds and ways

of thinking - to that of a mere practical skill, prerequisite
for learning — and teaching — other knowledge.

If this analysis is correct it is in retrospect perhaps
understandable that none of the new mediums were
ever regarded as a serious threat to books and other text
forms. Reading and writing had as it were simply “got
their first”. Books could pride themselves on a centuries-
old tradition, and when film, radio and television came
along, all subjects had already been properly described in
(text-)books. Books were venerable, if not revered objects
that maintained a natural place in everyone’s esteem.

It was only some time after the middle of the twentieth
century that the tables finally turned and the position
of books started slowly to decline. Though in the
absence of relevant research there is no easy access to
precise statistics, TV was the first medium to show itself
a massive competitor for reading as leisure-time home
entertainment. But it was the advent of the networked
computer at the tail end of the twentieth century that
made the decisive difference. The parallel presence of
all mediums on the same screen suddenly showed the
real place of text in people’s affections. Being cognitively
more demanding, text clearly takes second position
to auditory and visual media for entertainment and
as a vehicle of cultural experience. The social use of text
in the meantime is a different matter: text is still very
important in social media - although in an ever more
rudimentary form.

Inherent properties of screens are shifting the
dominant reading mode away from deep long-form
reading. Though by no means the exclusive or even
necessarily primary focus of paper reading habits, deep
long-form reading was at least one of its ready affordances
and an implicit ideal. This “screen effect” leading to the
demotion of such more demanding forms of reading
clearly shows once again the contingent nature of literacy.
What follows is a plea to give back to literacy its original
aura as a major intellectual achievement: a means to
shape future minds, and thus the society in which our
children will live.

Narrowly, literacy is simply the ability to code and
decode textual expressions that use the writing system
that is dominant in one’s society. In other words, to be
able to read and write. Now that such a large proportion
of all communication (personal, in education, in society
atlarge) is in a textual form, a more extensive definition
would encompass an understanding and mastering of the
way text functions in society, minimally one’s own, but
given the ineluctable advance of globalisation, also globally.
It is questionable if this is what the curriculum currently
achieves, given that teachers — at least in the Netherlands -
tend to be rather reluctant readers themselves, and
given the growing role of screens in education. Attempts
to substitute the long-form paper experience with screens -
a medium that seems inherently antithetical to it — can
only be regarded as inexpedient if not doomed. Some
individuals will probably always be determined enough
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to manage to rise above the level that they are offered by
the education they receive. But for most people the upper
literacy level that their curriculum is aimed to achieve
will determine the level of thinking that they — and
hence in the aggregate society — will be able to reach. The
sad reality is that there is no evidence of any concerted
efforts to raise the aims of literacy education above the
minimum level required to code and decode text: to
simply read and write.

The question that faces us now is ostensibly
primarily one of ambition: how deeply does society
wish its individuals to be able to think? However, before
we can get to the matter of ambition we need to deal
first with an unspoken and almost unspeakable, yet
persistent fear: that such deep thinking may harbour
unsuspected dangers. So the real question is whether
we may prevail over our persisting distrust of the power
that literacy may bestow on the next generation. How
deeply do we who have the power to cogitate and decide
about such things think that those who do not have that
power should be allowed to think? Just how critical do
we think the next generation should be allowed to be?

Perhaps the most serious problem here is that it is the
new orthodoxy that an elite like the one that worried
about literacy in the seventeenth century no longer exists.
The elite’s excuse was always that the world is too complex
for some people to understand, and that it was necessary
for that reason to set limits to literacy. Today’s Western-
style democracy is founded on equal participation in —
compulsory — education. Yet if we look properly, we can
see a political establishment again - or still — behaving
like an elite and again - or still - distrusting the electorate.
This distrust is — incidentally - mutual and growing. The
difference with the seventeenth century is that in the
Web (2.0) the masses have gained a powerful channel to
express their feelings and sentiments. It is easy to mock the
inarticulate nature of such expressions (think of the yellow
vests or other “populist” protesters), but that will of course
merely reinforce their mistrust of elites and authorities.

It is clearly not an option to attempt to put the spirit
of literacy back in its bottle, going back to a social divide
between literates and illiterates. The only way open to us now
is fearlessly forward. The populist movements of Europe all
seem to exhibit the same phenomenon: that unfocused and
often preverbal disgruntlement is hijacked by more literate
demagogues and rabble rousers for their own political
ends. It is only the demagogues who appear interested and
willing to take the shouters seriously. However, they do
so for their own ulterior motive of political power; not to
improve the lot of the disenfranchised. Instead of shaking
our heads disapprovingly while observing the disturbance
from a distance, we have to realise that however prevocal
they may sometimes be, these expressions of disgruntlement
are by and large justified. Perhaps hardest to accept is that
the distrust is mutual. The electorate feels — rightly - that

its legitimate concerns have not been taken seriously:
about globalisation, about mass immigration, about the
European project.

If we feel that it is beneath us to listen to mere inchoate
and inarticulate noise, surely the only way out of the
mire is to enable the masses to articulate their concerns
and protests properly. Even if the elite is supposed no
longer to exist, the reality is that it does exist, and that
it needs to take action. It alone is in a position to decide
on a fairer distribution of literacy. Ultimately the future
of the literacy project still comes down to the willingness
to share power: the power that literacy bestows.

From the Editorial Team. We publish an essay from
the collection THE ART OF READING: Contemporary
Perspectives on the Countless Ways We Encounter the
Written Word published by Leiden Academic Press
in 2019 (Ed. Jaka Gercar (2019). The Art of Reading:
Contemporary Perspectives on the Endless Ways We
Encounter the Written Word. Leiden: Leiden Academic
press: TXT). The book includes the works of ten foreign
researchers devoted to topical issues of the place and
role of reading and literacy in modern society; reading
methods, modern reading teaching technologies and the
issues related to the future of books and book culture.
This issue has one aim, it is to put varied scholarly
perspectives on reading side-by-side with the hopes of
elucidating the complex space that exists between texts
and that which is or, what is far more telling, which is
not attained from them.

We express our gratitude to our colleagues for the
opportunity to publish this material. We look forward
to the continued cooperation.

Ot pepakimm. [Ty6mkyemoe acce n3 cOopHMKa
«VckyccTBO unTarh. CoBpeMeHHbIe B3I/IA/IbI Ha becunic-
JIEHHBI€ CTIOCOOBL, C KOTOPBIMIE MBI CTA/IKMBAEMCSL, paboTast
C IIMCbMEHHDIM CJIOBOM», BBITYIIIEHHOI'O U31aTE€/IbCTBOM
«Jleiinen Akamemuk Ipecc» B 2019 r. (Ed. Jaka Gercar
(2019) The art of reading: contemporary perspectives on
the countless ways we encounter the written word. Leiden:
Leiden Academic press: TXT). B coopHyke cobpaHsbI
PpaboThI lecATI 3apyOeKHBIX MCCTIeIOBATETIeN, TIOCBS-
II€HHbIE aKTYya/IbHbIM BOIIPOCAM MECTa 1 pO/IN YTEHIA
¥ PaMOTHOCTI B COBPEMEHHOM 0011IeCTBe; CII0co6am
YTEHVA, COBpEMEHHBIM TEXHOJIOTVIAM O6Y‘ICHI/I}I YTCHILA
1 IIpo6/eMatyKe OyAy1Lero KHIUTY U KHVDKHO KY/IBTYPBL
Llenb cOOpHMKA — COIIOCTABUTD Pa3/IMIHbIe HAYYHbIE
TOYKV 3pEeHVIsI Ha YTeHVIE B HAZIEXK/Ie IPOSICHITD CTIOXKHOE
IPOCTPAHCTBO, CYLIECTBYIOLEe MEKY TEKCTAMIA, ¥ TO, YTO
€CTb VIV, 4TO TOPas3yio 60/Iee IOKa3aTe/bHO, YerO B HIX HET.

Pepmaxmys BoIpakaeT 671arofapHOCTD yBaXKaeMbIM
KOJIIETaM 32 BO3MOXKHOCTD OITYO/IMKOBATb TOT MaTe-
pMas U HajieeTCs Ha IPOJIO/DKEHE COTPYAHUYECTBA.
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